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During the same time period, the national unemployment
rate also decreased to 9.0% from 9.1% in September.
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Gender Differences in
Montana’s Labor Force

by Aaron McNay, Economist

Over the past 60 years, the labor markets in the Unit-
ed States and Montana have changed significantly.
Perhaps one of the most significant changes to oc-
cur over the past 60 years has been the movement of
women into the workforce. The gradual increase of
women in the labor force has had significant effects
on the national economy, resulting in higher aver-
age household incomes, increases in the demand for
some services, such as child care, and a higher ma-
terial standard of living for most of the population.
Montana has also experienced a similar movement of
women into the labor force, with nearly 60% of work-
ing age women participating in the workforce. This
article examines some of the economic and demo-
graphic characteristics of Montana’s population and

labor force, broken down at a gender specific level.

A majority of the data used in this article comes

from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Commu-

nity Survey (ACS). According to the U.S. Census

Figure 1:
Labor Force Participation Rate

Bureau’s website, “The American Community Survey
provides current demographic, social, economic, and
housing information about America’s communities
every year.”! Both single-year estimates for 2009 and
five-year estimates for 2005 to 2009 were used in this
article. The single-year estimates provide the most
current ACS information available, while the five-
year estimates provide the estimates with less sam-

pling variability.

In addition to the ACS, data from the U.S. Census
Bureau’s Local Employment Dynamics (LED) pro-
gram were used to provide gender specific employ-
ment estimates for Montana. The LED program is
designed to “provide information about trends in em-
ployment, hiring, job creation and destruction, and
earnings, with unprecedented details of geography,
age, gender, and industry going as far back as 1990.™

For this article, annual employment estimates for

2010 and annual wage estimates for 2009 were used.

in Montana,
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Gender Differences in Montana and the Labor Force

Over the past 60 years, there has been a significant
influx of women into the labor force all across the
nation. From 1950 to 2010, the labor force participa-
tion rate for women in the United States increased
significantly, moving from nearly 34% in 1950 to al-
most 59% in 2010. However, this trend has slowed
down over the past 15 years, and may be reversing,
at the national level, where the participation rate has
declined from its peak of 60.3% in 2000 to only 58%
in August 2011. Montana women followed a simi-
lar trend of increased labor force participation, with a

temale labor force participation rate increasing from

26% in 1950 to 60% by 2010 (Figure 1).

While the labor force participation for women has
increased, the labor force participation rate for men
has been declining. At the national level, the labor
force participation rate for men declined from 86%
in 1950 to 71% in 2010. The trend of declining labor
force participation of men also occurred in Montana.
In 1950, approximately 80% of men in Montana 16
years old and older were active participants in the la-
bor force. By 2010, the labor force participation rate
for men had declined to 68%.

Figure 2:

Based on estimates from the ACS, women in Mon-
tana appear to have a higher level of educational at-
tainment than the male population. From 2005 to
2009, approximately 91.1% of women in Montana
had at least a high school diploma, or its equivalence,
while only 89.8% of the male population had the
same level of education (Figure 2). A similar trend
continues into post-secondary education. For exam-
ple, 24.9% of men 25 years old and older in Montana
had an Associate’s or Bachelor’s degree, while 27.7%
of the female population had the same level of edu-
cation. In fact, the only educational attainment level
beyond a high school diploma where men had a larg-
er proportion of its population was in the Graduate
or professional degree level, with nearly 9.3% of the
male population and 7.4% of the female population.

Even though women in Montana have a higher aver-
age level of educational attainment in Montana, they
tend to earn less than men. For 2009, the ACS esti-
mated that men in Montana had a median income
level of approximately $33,000, while women had an
income level of $21,500. When broken down by edu-
cational attainment, the difference in income levels

continues, with men continuing to earn more than
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Figure 3:

Median Earnings by Educational Attainment
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women with similar levels of educational attainment
(Figure 3). For example, the median earnings for a
male in Montana with only a high school diploma
were $30,200, while the median earnings for wom-
en with the same educational attainment level were
$18,400. The relationship of higher median earnings
levels for men continues for each educational attain-
ment level, although the relative differences tend to

decline as educational attainment increase.

One of the many reasons for the earnings differences
between women and men, even when accounting for
differences in educational attainment levels, is that
women and men tend to work in different sectors of
Montana’s economy. According to the LED program,
a significantly larger portion of women are employed
in lower paying service providing industries when
compared to men. When industries are ranked by
their average annual pay levels, men comprised the
majority of workers in four of the top five industries,
while women comprised the majority of workers in
three of the five lowest paying industries (Figure 4).
For example, more than 80% of the people working in
the Natural Resources and Mining industries, which
was the highest paying industry in 2010, were men.

At the same time, women make up more than 70% of

the Education and Health Services industry, which
had the fourth lowest level of pay in 2010.

While the industry make-up is likely to explain some
of the differences in earnings between women and
men, it is not the only explanation. When pay levels
are examined at the industry specific level, men still
earn more each year on average, relative to women.
For example, men employed in the Education and
Health Services sector earned more on average than
women, with an average annual earnings level of

$52,485, relative to $31,900 for women in 2010.

One potential explanation for pay differences be-
tween men and women in the same industry is the
relative concentration of full-time and part-time
workers. According the U.S. Bureau of Labor Sta-
tistics, approximately 87% of working men in the
United States were employed full-time in 2010, while
73% of working women were employed full-time.?
Another potential explanation is that women and
men tend to engage in different occupations within
the same industry. In the Health Care sector, there
is a larger share of men employed as Doctors, while
a larger proportion of women are employed as Reg-
istered Nurses.



Figure 4:

Employment in Montana by Industry and Gender, 2010
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Unfortunately, it is impossible to determine the ex-
tent that these factors, and others, are having on the
relative differences in pay between males and females
in Montana without a significantly more detailed
study of the data. In 2006, a more detailed analysis
of the gender pay gap was performed by Montana’s
Department of Labor for employees in Montana’s
state government in 2006. According to the results
of the study, a majority of the differences in pay be-
tween women and men in Montana’s state govern-
ment were due to differences in job tenure, job title,
union affiliation and the numbers of hours worked on
the job. However, even when all the different factors
were controlled for, there was still a gap in earnings
between men and women that was left unexplained.
While the examination of state government employ-
ees cannot be directly compared to the labor market
as a whole, the study of state government employees
does indicate that all of the differences in pay between
women and men in Montana may not be completely

understood through economic explanations.

Over the past sixty years, the role of women in the la-
bor force has increased significantly, while the role of

men has been declining. In Montana, men composed

78% of the labor force in 1950, by 2010 the share of

men in the labor force declined to only 53%. In fact,
women already make up a majority of profession-
als in several key industries of the economy. In the
Health Care and Social Services sector alone, women
make up nearly 80% of the workforce. In other key
industries, such as Education and Finance and Insur-
ance, women dominate the workforce as well. How-
ever, even with their concentration in many techni-
cal fields, such as Health Care, women tend to earn
significantly less than men, even when controlling for
varying levels of educational attainment. However,
the pay gap has decreased over time and may con-
tinue decreasing as more women enter the labor force

and take on full-time positions.
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